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i.

SYNOPSIS
The paper attempts a comprehensive investigation of the question of
poverty and begins by placing the problem in its economic perspective as
part of the overall economic problem.

The poor themselves, are well

aware of the matter of the scarcity of resources" and their difficulty
11

centres on their relative position to that of the rest of society.
But while most people have a vague notion of "poverty" as it exists
in society today, they are often unaware of the distinction between
absolute and relative poverty.

While cases of absolute poverty still

occur in Australia, the incidence of this has decreased over the years,
but the continuing inequalities of income and wealth distribution still
leaves a significant proportion of Australians deprived of the minimal
levels of health, housing, food and education that our present stage of
scientific knowledge specifies as necessary for life as it is now lived
in this country.
The O.E.C.D. countries have also initiated international efforts to
develop standardised social indicators which will give a more accurate
view of the degree of well-being world-wide.
National studies of poverty have concentrated their efforts on the
distribution and level of income as the prime measure of poverty.
Consequently, this leads to the identification of persons receiving very
low incomes, indicating those most in need.

Those outside the workforce

and unable (or unwilling) to work, are excluded from the income earning
population.

Many of these people are outside the workforce through no

fault of their own and include the elderly, the sick, the unemployed,
female heads of young families and children from such families.

These

people are dependent on social security payments for an income.

Henderson

and others found that most poverty existed amongst these social welfare
recipients as the amounts of payment were below an austerely drawn

ii.

poverty line.
The total taxation system in Australia is regressive on the lower
income groups when indirect taxes are taken into account.

Little

research has been done in Australia which considers the combined effects
of taxation and the incidence of public expenditures.
The CorTTTiission of Enquiry into Poverty (1975) constructed detailed
indices and poverty lines in their efforts to measure the extent of
poverty and to identify the characteristics of the poor.

Given the

limitations of these studies, they were nevertheless valuable in providing benchmarks and demonstrated that 10.2% of Australian adult income
uni ts were very poor" while a further 7. 7% were
11

11

rather poor".

Present

methods of measuring poverty would indicate that international comparisons
of the level of poverty in various countries because of the different
concepts and definitions involved are virtually meaningless.
Once the characteristics of the poor are identified, policies can
be formulated to change these characteristics in some way, or at least
ease the hardship of persons suffering from their inadequate economic
ability.

There has been a great deal of work and evidence gathered to

identify exactly who the poor are in Australia and the particular
problems they face in meeting their "normal needs as average persons
(employees) regarded as human beings, living in a civilized community"
(Justice Higgins, 1907).
The problem of what to do about poverty is a complex one.

There are

no easy solutions, certainly not ones that can be considered as readily
acceptable either from a political or economic viewpoint.
Higher social service payments appear to go a long way towards
ameliorating the problem and this inevitably must result in higher
taxation.

However, O.E.C.D. figures show Australian federal taxes are

not unduly high by international comparison.

Their regressive effect on

iii.

the lower income group requires i1T1Tiediate attention.

Capital gains taxes.

minerals profits taxes and death duties are all reasonable possibilities
that could be employed to increase government revenue.
Much thought has been given to Guaranteed Minimum Income Schemes
in the form of negative income taxes designed to raise the incomes of
all persons above an acceptable minimum level.

But there are still

problems to be ironed out with such a proposal.
There are a multitude of further suggestions for anti-poverty
prograrranes, some of which attempt to improve the workings of the market
system as a means of solving poverty in the long term, whilst others
realising the failure and impersonal behaviour of the market toward those
who lack market power, attempt to meet the "victims" of the market system,
the poor, with prograrrunes directly aimed at improving their well being.
Education has long been considered by many people in society as the
answer to some of the most persistent problems of society.

While it

offers the potential for bringing about change in the attitudes and
behaviour of individuals in society and enabling greater equality, it is
not a complete panacea to the question of poverty.
Many children (7.9% of dependent children in Australia) live below
the poverty line and a further group (8.7% of dependent children) are
considered to be rather poor.

These children are from families with a

lower than average capacity to take advantage of educational facilities
and as such are those most "at risk" of becoming poverty-stricken adults.
Fitzgerald writes that "successful learning at school stands out as a
major determinant of entry into satisfying and well paid employment" and
there is much evidence to support the proposition that a good formal
education is a key factor in access to well paid employment.
Models designed to predict performance in schooling have proposed
that success is determined by the nature of the individual, the family,
the school and the characteristics of the neighbourhood itself.

iv.

By ensuring a good standard of education is made available to poor
children and by involving their parents in the process at a school which
has a high ethos
11

11

(level of morale, school spirit, etc.), children are

much more likely to gain attractive skills which will increase their
productivity in the workforce, leading to a "break-out" from the vicious
cycle of poverty being transmitted from one generation to another.
The Karmel Report (1973) represented the first major attempt to
identify and positively discriminate with special funding toward the
educationally disadvantaged.

The PrografllTle was clearly aimed at

developing "equality of opportunity" for the poor.
The difficult matter of identification of the disadvantaged has
11

11

been given much thought, but eventually schools, rather than individuals
were selected, where there were a substantial proportion of students who
were members of a community which for social, economic, ethnic, geographic,
cultural, lingual or similar reasons, had a lower than average ability
to take advantage of educational facilities.
The identification of such schools has remained a controversial
issue and the need for objective identification by some means such as an
index was apparent at an early stage.

Census information had a number of

limitations, since the need was to look at parents with children in a
particular school only, rather than the community as a whole.

Despite

these limitations the original Disadvantaged School Survey used 1971
Census information to provide a basic list of schools in 1973, although
some local discretion was allowed where special circumstances applied.
In late 1978, schools were resurveyed for the calculation of a new
list for 1980.

This survey would avoid the major limitation of the

initial survey by using data collected from within each school, and the
information would be up-to-date.

This was meant to be a "poverty"

survey and the occupation group of each parent together with the number

v.

of children under 18 years was collected.

Occupation groups, including

those outside the workforce, were then converted to income groups on the
basis of A.B.S. information on income levels at that time.

Deductions

were made for the number of dependent children.
Cox found that much poverty was temporary and associated with the
life cycle of income, where economic status was determined by changes in
family composition and in labourforce participation of family members.
This finding supports evidence from the survey which found poverty was
much more likely to occur amongst the parents of primary school pupils
than secondary.

It can be hypothesized that younger parents are more

likely to be in lower income occupations and that the incidence of two
income families is lower amongst younger families where the wife tends
to remain at home during the child's younger years.

Where the family

head is a single female parent, the possibility is strong that she is
outside the workforce and consequently living below the poverty line.
PrograITTTies have been instituted in disadvantaged schools to provide
a range of remedial action for children who suffer from "inequality of
opportunity".
The scheme appears to have made progress in overcoming "disadvantage"
although much of it is difficult to measure.
great deal still to be done.

Nevertheless there is a

Thorough programmes designed to effectively

change the characteristics of those most likely to be poor should be a
useful weapon in the conti.nui ng struggle for economic and soci a1 equity.

A.

INTRODUCTION
11

Poverty is a difficult concept to define and so much has been
11

written on the subject that an entire paper could be compiled on the
definitions of it alone.

Admittedly most people have a vague conception

of what poverty involves and the Oxford Dictionary definition of
"indigence, want;

scarcity, deficiency;

inferiority, poorness", probably

represents the general understanding of poverty.

Indigence of course,

means "needy or poor" and it is this aspect of poverty which evokes both
sympathetic and emotional responses from some and cynical and doubting
responses from others.

The issue of scarcity remains the key economic

problem and the scarcity of income and wealth at the bottom end of the
scale is the unfortunate position of the poor, leaving society at large
with the moral obligation to seek solutions.
The economic problem is simply the process of providing for the
11

material well-being of society"l and Dolan makes a reminder to some
economists that "economics is about people

112

•

With these matters firmly

in mind, it is not surprising that the problem of poverty is first of all
the economic problem of the distribution of income (and wealth) in the
society, at the same time as being almost inextricably bound up with
social and moral issues and certainly because of the kinds of general
public responses to poverty mentioned earlier has strong political
implications.

B.

THE DEFINITION OF POVERTY
There is no single definition of poverty that everyone accepts but a

1

Heilbroner, R., The Economic Problem, 3rd edition, Prentice-Hall Inc.,
New Jersey, 1972, p.14.

2

Dolan, E.G., Microeconomics, Dryden Press, Illinois, 1977, p.v.

2.

generally agreed upon explicit statement must be made before any
indication of the extent of the problem can be assessed.

What is poverty?

How widespread is it in Australia, the U.S., the U.K., in other countries
of the world? Why does it occur? Who are the poor? What are the
characteristics of the poor? What are the actual standards of living of
the poor like? What can be done about poverty?
These questions hinge on a definition which can be generally
accepted, as the actual nature and extent of poverty, because it is a
relative concept subject to change over time, is dependent upon this
definition.

A different set of definitions will provide a different set

of figures indicating the extent of such poverty.
Much controversy has centred around the question of definition, as
poverty is essentially related to the standards of a particular community
at any point in time.

There is no doubt that what is defined as poverty

in Australia or the U.S.A. may not be regarded as poverty in India.

What

was regarded as an acceptable living standard at the time of Rowntree's
pioneering studies into poverty in York in 1899, would be most likely
regarded as poverty in 1979.
Harrington defines poverty

11

in tenns of those who are denied the

minimal levels of health, housing, food and education that our present
stage of scientific knowledge specifies as necessary for life as it is
now lived in the U.S.A.

11

3

The key points from this definition are a) the relative nature of
poverty for a particular corrmunity and b) its temporal nature.
This relative nature of poverty means that comparisons between

3

Harrington, M., The Other America, Macmillan Co., New York, 1970,
p. 179.

3.

different countries can be quite meaningless unless precise statistical
definitions of particular economic and social indicators are used.

Two

thirds of the world's population is afflicted by poverty (judged on our
living standards) which falls to levels as low as total destitution and
denial of even the minimal levels of food, (i.e. starvation).
absolute poverty in its most abject form.

This is

Compared to this way of life

the standard of living that Australians or Americans call poverty is
virtual luxury.
Dolan 4 cites data from the Statistical Abstract of the U.S.A., (96th
ed. 1976 Table 665) which examines households receiving $3,000 to $5,000
income (1973), which was the income bracket covering the low-income
standard for three and four member urban families.

"Sixty-eight per cent

of such families owned one or more cars, and over 12 per cent owned two
or more.

Seventy-one per cent of families in this income bracket owned

black and white televisions, and thirty-seven per cent had colour sets.
Fifty-five per cent of these families had washing machines, twenty-five
per cent had clothes dryers, and thiry-eight per cent had air conditioners". 5
Unlike the Kampuchean citizen, this picture of the American does not
fit an Oxford Dictionary definition of poverty as "needy" but it may well
fit in terms of Harrington's definition where relativity is the key factor.
Obviously, within any one coITTTiunity there can be degrees of poverty.
W.C. Wentworth defines three degrees of poverty as "l. Absolute Poverty,
which connotes the absence of the food, clothing and shelter necessary to
maintain life.

2. Comparative Poverty, which connotes the absence of

those things necessary to maintain the minimum standard which the
community will accept as decent.

3. Personal Poverty, which connotes the

absence of those things to which a particular individual has become
Dolan, op.cit., p.266.
s Ibid.

4

'I .

accustomed 11 6.
Absolute poverty would then be essentially applicable to the underdeveloped countries and generally uncorrmon in Western industrialised
economies.

But both comparative and personal poverty will be shown to be

far more corrmon occurrences in western market economies.
Absolute and comparative poverty types can be regarded as hard core
or primary poverty 7 as essentially they result from inadequate income,
whilst personal poverty can be classified as secondary poverty 8 , which
often results from unplanned or sometimes wasteful spending of incomes
adequate to prevent primary poverty.
The comparative aspects of poverty between countries has been given
consideration in recent times with the approval by the O.E.C.D. Council
(1977) to develop a programme with a set of social indicators which will
be able to serve as a measure of the quality of life on an international
basis.

In 1977, the programme set out to contrive precise statistical

definitions of certain indicators and to examine different data collection
mechanisms.

In particular, the O.E.C.D. countries intend to carry out

extensive work on distribution of income and wealth and material deprivation,
unemployment, inequality, healthfulness of life, measurement of learning,
housing conditions and economic accessibility, amongst others.
"To get a more accurate view of the degree of well-being enjoyed by
individuals and social groups, it is necessary to standardise breakdowns by age, sex, ethnic origin, education, income level, occupation, place of

W.C. Wentworth in Masterman, G.G. (ed.) Poverty in Australia, Angus &
Robertson, Sydney, 1970, p. 1.
7 &8 Henderson, R.F., Harcourt, A., Harper, R.J.A., People in Poverty,
Cheshire, Melbourne, 1970, p.71.
Also, Commission of Enquiry into Poverty, Poverty in Australia,
A.G.P.S. Canberra, April, 1975.
6

5.

residence.

If the same breakdowns are available for all indicators, they

can be used to show the accumulation or "crystallisation" of disadvantages
for a particular group - an ethnic minority, for example.

It is only by

careful attention to such detail that it will be possible to arrive at
indicators which show the real degree of inequality in a population, i.e.
inequality as measured by a number of factors relevant to the quality of
life rather than, as is usually done, by a comparison of incomes alone. 119
This programme will be the first of its kind, making possible some
international comparisons, but perhaps more importantly will provide more
information about the various groups within an economy who are experiencing
scarcity in areas not directly affected by income, such as poor access to
11

free 11 government services.

C.

THE DISTRIBUTION OF INCOME
It is how the income is distributed and the scarcity of it in some

sectors which has been traditionally used as the prime measure of poverty.
This is because most goods and services are allocated through the market
to those who have market power, that is, the money incomes received by
the owners of the factors of production for their services in the production process.

These incomes in the form of wages and salaries, rents,

interest and dividends from profits are paid to those directly involved
in the production of goods and services.

Those unable (or unwilling) to

work for whatever reason and therefore unproductive are excluded from
this allocation process.

By means of transfer payments made possible

largely by taxation collections from the firms and the factors of production some redistribution of incomes is carried out by governments in

9

"Progress on Social Indictors" in O.E.C.D. Observer, No. 85,
March, 1977, Paris, p.24.

6.

an attempt to meet the needs of those outside the private production
and allocation process.
Heilbroner points out that it is

11

by virtue of its very emphasis

on work and productivity, the market system is also an inadvertant cause
of some of the most crippling poverty in America

11

10.

Those too old to work, or too young (children), the sick, single
females with children and the unemployed (though they may wish to work)
fall into the category of persons dependent upon transfer payments
(social service or welfare) for a living.

In addition, those whose

productivity is low, and households with male heads supporting a large
number of dependents may be classified as poor though Henderson's study
in Melbourne (1966) and the Co1TU11ission of Enquiry into Poverty {April,
1975) Chaired by Professor Henderson, found that most poverty and need
existed amongst those not in the workforce.
Empirical studies of the dist ribution of income in the market
economies such as the U.S. and Australi a show that income distribution
is by no means equal and some members of society enjoy a standard of
living far in excess of others.

Tables l and 2 illustrate the skewed

nature of the distribution of income with the relatively large percentages
of families in the very low income brackets.
Hancock writes that "Changes in the distribution of income over the
past two decades have involved some narrowing of the extremes, but in
the intermediate range of incomes, inequalities have tended to increase.
Furthermore, there is some evidence to support the view that advances
in real income have failed to reduce the proportion of the income earning
population which receives very low incomes.
10
11

11

11

Heilbroner, op.cit., p.583.
K. Hancock, The Economics of Social Welfare in the 1970 s in
H. Weir (ed.) Social Welfare in the 1970's, A.C.S.S., Sydney, 1970,
pp.24-25.
11

1

11
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TABLE 1
INCOME DISTRIBUTION IN AUSTRALIA 1968-69
Per cc111 of fam1li<'s
rcct•111i11x incomes hdok

the levels shown
l sl
2nd
3rd

~a)

10

JO
40
50
60
70
80
90

6th
7th
8th

91h

r«n·iiied hy ju111//1es with incom1 .
at or hclu\\' this it:'rrl.

1.aoo
l.760
:u+o

12 .8

3,900

19 .7

+480

28 2

5 .080

3 7.S

5.800

48.I

6.7'40

60.3
75 .2

2.2
6.8

&S"1

(a) Some incnmes may fall in this decile for

Source:

/', ·r cent of a~rci;u/(' t/lcom(

/, l ' ·/

(SJ

20

41h
51h

/Jl('()/n('

CL'a .\otls ~iw n

in explanalory nolc,, paragraph 4 .

Survey conducted by the Australian Bureau of Statistics. This
information became available in 1973. In August, 1973 a major
National Survey of Income was conducted for the Commission of
Enquiry into Poverty. This sample of 21,000 dwellings throughout Australia indicates that although incomes have risen, the
proportion of persons receiving low incomes has remained about
the same.
TABLE 2

'""'

lh'c\1 ll'l' lhc• income ran!!es in Tables I . 15 and 16 :1rc· tuu.:qual. the numbers shown in the tables should not be plotted on
1he ';irne sc·ak. hH the purpows of the d1aµrams they have therefore been converted to equivalent numbers on the basis
uf $200 intervals of income. Actual figures are µiven in the tables. (See pages 12.19 and 20.)
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The Lorenz Curve (Table 3) graphically illustrates the skewed
distribution as the income curve departs significantly from the
egalitarian line.

Thirty per cent of families were earning only 12.8%

of the aggregate income, whereas the top ten per cent of families earned
almost 25% of aggregate income.
Evidence from the United States shows a similar pattern.

Almost

twenty per cent of families receive less than half of the median income
with 11.5% receiving twice the median income or more.
This is shown in Table 3.
TABLE 3

;col

DISTRIBUTION OF FAMILY INCOME,1968-69
100
Per Cent
of Families

I

8+

80

I

G.I

E
0

u

DECILES

..:

Per Cent
of Aggregate
Income

10

2·2

20

6 ·8

30

12·8

40

19·7

50

28 ·2

60

37·5

70

48·1

80

60·3

90

75·2

100

100

>

E

"'..,

~~
v
~

60

L.L.

~~

"'

O>

A.-.~

~

v

O>
C>

~~

c:x:

-c
0

..,

60

~

40

40

u
.....

G>
Q..

20

20

Per Cent of Families

S(a)

PERSONAL DISTRIBUTION OF INCOME IN THE U.S. 1974
Percent of Families
in each Bracket

Percent of Families
in each Bracket & Below

Under $1000

l. 3

1.3

$1000 - 1999

1.3

2.6

2000 - 2999

2.7

5.3

3000 - 3999

3.6

8.9

4000 - 4999

4.1

13.0

5000 - 5999

4.4

17.4

6000 - 6999

4.4

21.8

7000 - 7999

13.8

35.6

10000 -14999

24.3

59.9*

15000 -24999

28.3

88.2

25000 and over

11. 5

100.0

Income Bracket

* Median family income is $12,836.
SOURCE:

U.S. Bureau of the Census, Statistical Abstract of the
United States, 1975, Washington D.C.: U.S. Government
Printing Office, 1976, Table 631.
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Of course it is insufficient to consider gross income figures alone
without making adjustments for the effects of a progressive income tax
system and the effects of transfer payments.
some equalising influences.

These effects should have

But even this is an inadequate approach to

the problem of gaining a true perspective.

To properly consider the

after-tax relative positions of different groups in all income ranges,
it is necessary to take into account the effects of the indirect tax
system which is regressive particularly at the lower levels of income.
Studies by Bentley, Collins and Rutledge (1975)1 2 show the regressive
structure of total taxation (direct and indirect) on the lower income
groups.

Table 4 shows that the bottom 9.5% of households were paying

taxes as high as 42% of their household income, a tax rate not equalled
until the very high income group of the top 6.9% of households.
Very little seems to be known about the combined effects of total
taxation and the incidence of public expenditures.

A further complicating

factor has been the changing composition of taxation in Australia over
the last three years.

Pritchard and Saunders (1978) 13 are aware of the

difficulties when they write, "attempting to define income levels which
maintain the relative command of the poor over both private and public
goods is a very complex problem which requires fuller investigation
than either the H.R. (Henderson Report) or the Priorities Review Staff
have given.

11

The problem appears to be so complex in fact, that few researchers
have attempted further expositions on the subject.

12 Bentley, P.R., Collins, D.J., Rutledge, D.J.S., "Incidence of
Australian Taxation: Some Further Results", Taxation Review Committee,
Commissioned Study, No. 6, (A.G.P.S., Canberra, 1975).
13 Pritchard, H. and Saunders, P., "Poverty and Income Maintenance Policy
in Australia - A Review Article in The Economic Record, Vol. 54,
No. 145, April, 1978, p.18.
11

l 0.

TABLE 4
of tot•I Australl•n taxet r•IHd 1986-67

72.7'9k of

tu paid

of
I 24.7%
t111 paid

I

I
I

I

I

I

,..,.

.

25
83.8% of hou1ehold1

, 11.9% of houHholdt

16,000

The curve shows the percentage of household income paid out for all
Australians during the year 1966-67. The average rate of tax paid
by households was 31 per cent. Families with an annual income above
$8,200 paid a significantly higher proportion, but so did families
with an annual income of less that $1,400. Families with incomes
between $1 ,400 and $8,200 paid a rate of total tax which was
significantly lower than the average.
Source:

D.

D. Collins, Macquarie University, article in Sydney Morning
Herald, May, 1974.

THE MEASUREMENT OF POVERTY
The simplest and most practical way of measuring poverty is on the

basis of income.

Once the total income distributor is known, the

distribution can be compared to the

11

poverty line" which can be defined

as the minimum level of income required for the avoidance of primary
poverty.
Henderson's Melbourne Study (1966) defined a poverty line as "a
state of poverty - the situation of a man with a wife (not working) and
two children (the standard family) whose weekly income at that time was
less than the basic wage plus child endowment
14

11

14.

The basic wage had

Henderson, R.F., A. Harcourt, R.J.A. Harper, op.cit., p.l.

11.

been defined by Mr. Justice Higgins in 1907, as sufficient to meet "the
normal needs of an average employee regarded as a human being, living
in a civilized community".
In 1966 the poverty line for this "standard" family was drawn at
$33 and adjusted to $62.70 or 56.5% of seasonally adjusted average
earnings following the National Income Survey in August, 1973.
Poverty lines in the Henderson Study (1973)15, for different types
and sizes of families were constructed by using an index of which the
"standard family" was taken as 1.00.

The index then provided a guide

to the relative expenditure patterns for varying family groups.

Some

examples of this index are:
Index
Single person, not working - no children
Single parent, not working - 1 child
Married couple, head only works - no children
Standard family
Couple, head only works - 4 children
Source:

0.43
0.58
0. 71
1.00

1.29

16

However, this index used data prepared by the Budget Standard
Service of New York in 1954 and the method has been criticised by some
authors such as Sebel (1976) 17 in his review on methods of measuring
poverty.
Sebel believed there would be distortions in the Corrmission's
findings because of the use of these rather dated family expenditure
patterns which had been used because of the absence of suitable Australian
information in 1973 when the National Income Survey was conducted.
15 Australian Government Commission of Enquiry into Poverty, First Main
Report, Ronald R. Henderson, Chairman, "Poverty in Australia",
A.G.P.S., Canberra, April, 1975, p.75.
16 Ibid.
17 Sebel, R., Povert in Australia: A Methodolo ical Review, Econ. Soc.
of A.N.Z., N.S.W. Branc , Economic Monograp No.
o.

12.

But given the limitations of the study, specific poverty lines could
be calculated for the different types of income units ranging from single
persons, married couples, and single parents with or without specified
numbers of children.
The significance of these poverty lines was to quantify the extent
of the defined poverty.
The table below details the poverty lines for the different types
of income units as applied at the time of the National Income Survey of
August, 1973.
TABLE 5
Poverty lines by type of income unit as at August 1973(a)
Head works (b)

Head not working

·- - -

% of

% of

m·naf:e

a~·erage

Type o.f income unit
$
earnings
- --- ---------- -- --· ------- - - - - - - -- ----- - -----Single person
33.40
30. l
Married couple
44.70
40.J
Couple plus I chil d
53.70
48.4
Couple plus 2 children
62.70 •
56.5
Couple plus 3 child re n
71.70
64.6
Couple phis 4 children
80.70
72.7
Couple plu~ 5 children
89.30
80.4
Couple plus 6 children
97.90
88.2
Couple plus 7 children
106.50
95 .9
----- ·- -·- ·----- -------42.90
Single parent plus I child
38 .6
Single parent plus 2 children
51.90
46.8
Single parent plus 3 children
w.90
54.9
69.90
62.9
Single parent plus 4 children
78.90
71.l
Single parent plus 5 children

$

earnings

27.00
38.30
47.40
• 56.40
65.40
74.40
83 .00
91.60
100.20

24.3
34.4
42.8
50.8
58.9
67.l
74.8
82.4
90.3

36.50
45 .60
54.60
63.60
72.60

32.9
41.1
49.2
57.3
65.4

-~-----

(~)

These are poverty lines where the income unit lives alone. Poverty lines are lower when income units
share household C<''h with other uniu. For updated estimates of J><lverty lines for the June quact.e>r
1975, ~;ce Ar>pcn<lix G.
(h) ' lie au ·11·ork'' aho assume~ that the sr>01111e ls ' at home'.

Source:

Conmission of Enquiry into Poverty, op.cit., p.15.

Note:

These figures can be continually updated in line with the
growth in average weekly earnings.

On this basis, the survey was able to show that on an annual income
basis, 10.2% of Australian adult income units were "very poor" as they
were below 100% of the poverty line and a further 7.7% were "rather poor"
being between 100 and 200% of the poverty line.
The 10.2% of the population below the poverty line accounted for
8.2% of the population.

Extended to a 1979 population of 14 million,

this represents 1,148,000 persons living in poverty in Australia.
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As mentioned earlier international comparisons of people in poverty
are not possible unless standardised concepts, definitions and statistics
are used and there are many difficulties associated with this.

However,

Dr. Wilfred Beckerman of Oxford University writing for the International
Labour Organisation of the United Nations 18 cites national and international estimates of the proportion of the population living below the
poverty line as varying between 5% in some countries to 15% in others.
This would appear to place Australia in the middle of the league at
8.2%.

Beckerman gives the figure for those below the United States

official poverty line as 12% (25 million people), the official Canadian
poverty level at 15% (3 million people) and similar poverty levels for
some European countries such as France and Belgium.

Countries such as

Scandinavia and the United Kingdom, which are considered to have relatively
generous welfare systems, still have significant proportions of the
population below the poverty line, varying from 3 to 5% in Sweden and
Norway to around 8% in the U.K.19

E.

WHO ARE THE POOR?
"It is important not to just engage in debate concerning
the minimum acceptable income for a family, but to identify the
characteristics of individuals whose chances of being poor are
especially high and to a1ter these characteri sties in some way. 112 0

is Beckerman, W., I.L.O. INFORMATION (United Nations), Geneva, Switzerland,
Vo 1. 13, No. 5, 1977.

19 See also O.E.C.D. (1976) Tables 26, 27 cited in Pritchard &Saunders;
op.cit. p.19. These tables are an attempt at an international comparison and give a poverty line as a percentage of private disposable
income per capita, together with the percentage of the population
below a "standardized poverty line".
20

Professor Ornate, Professor of Economics at New York University in
G.G. Masterman (ed.) Poverty in Australia, Angus & Robertson, Sydney,
1970' p. 90.
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Henderson was able to identify characteristics which he termed
11

disabilities 11 and found they were intimately connected with poverty.

In many cases he found more than one disability which he termed disability
combinations.

The characteristics of adult income units who were below

the poverty line can be summarised in Table 6.
TABLE 6
Adult income units by sclcctt:d dii.ability groups: annual income in relation to the
poverty line

Disability voup
. - ·· -- ------- ---Aged males (single)
Aged females (single)
Aged couples
Large intact families
Fatherles~ families
Motherless families
Single femalr11
Sick or invalid
Unemployed
JLccent migrant~
Disahility combinations
No disability
-

Total

Source:

A 11nual income as % of poverty line
-- - -- -- ·- ----·- -· - -----UnitJ
0 - JO(j
('000)
JOO - 120
o~· cr 120
---- -- - --- - -- - ·- ----·
·------- . - - ·-- '}()
%
%
13 .3
50. 1
36.6
94
19 .8
49.2
31.0
407
29.6
65 .4
219
5.0
13.5
77.1
148
9.4
12.9
11 _<:
50.6
36.5
4.5
82.4
2'i
LU
5.2
80.7
318
14. l
64 .8
13 .8
76
21.4
8.2
75.2
16.6
50
95 .4
2.0
I 06
2.6
57.6
11.8
114
30.6
2.8
94.5
2.7
2244
------ --- --- ----- - --7.7
82. l
10.2
3916

Total
%
100.0
100.0
100.0
100.0
100.0
100.0
100.0
100.0
100.0
100.0
100.0
100.0

100.0

Corrmission of Enquiry into Poverty, op.cit., p.18.

This table shows the high percentages below the poverty line among
single aged persons and families with a female head.

But 35% of sick

or invalid persons were also either "very poor" or "rather poor".
When housing costs are taken into consideration, which are a major
factor contributing to poverty, the fatherless families have by far the
largest percentage (30%) below the poverty line.

The largest drop in

"after-housing cost" poverty occurs amongst the aged, where home ownership is relatively large.
Tables 7 and 8 give the full details of adult income units who are
very poor, before and after housing costs are taken into account.
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TABLE 7

Adult income units by 11clcl.'tcd disability groups: perctnt:igts of tnclt wbo arc very
poor, before and after housin" costs

Disability group
Aged males (single)
A.:ed females (singk)
Aged couples
Large intact familic!>
Fatherless fomilil's
Motherless families
Siegle females
Sick and invalid
Unemployed
Recent migrants
Disability combinations
No disability
Total

Annual

Unit.r
('OOV)

iflcomc•

he/uw poverty linr

Bel ore housing

After

%

%

94

~6.6

13 .0

4D7

31 .0
5.0
9 .4
36.5

H.4

219

2244

21.4
16.6
2.6
30.6
2.7

3.8
7.9
30.0
13.2
11. 7
17.9
18.7
5.2
26.4
2.7

3916

10.2

6.7

148

115
25.
318
76
50
106

n .1

14. 1

114

housi111:

~

··' TABLE 8
by sl'lected "'·dbiabllity

Adult Income units
groups: numbers verJ poor and the
percentage tht>y comprise of total, both before and ufter housing costs

A 111111al income
hefOrt' housing
1·111a/

Disability voup

------------- - ----Aged males (single)
Aged females (single)
Aged couples
Large intact families
Fatherless families
Motherless families
Single females
Sick or invalid
Unemployed
Recent migrants
Disability combinations
No disability

u11it.f

Vtry

('000)

('000)

. -·· -

'14

34

407
219
148

126
II

25
318

76
50
106
114
2244
·· ·· - ---

Total

Source:

14
42
3
45
16
I!

115

3916

3
35
62
-·

399

poor

Annual income
af tn housing

% u/ l•ery
with
di.whi/ity

poor

Vay poor
('000)

8.5
31.6

12
34
8

2.8

J.5-

12
35
3
37
14
9
6
30

)().5

0 .8
11.3 ..
4 .0
2.0
0 .8
8.H
15 .4
- ..

100.0

- - -- -- -

62

262

% of very
with
disability

poor

7

11:gJ1 O·
3.1
4.6·
14·S"

13.4}
1.]
14.1
5.3
3.4
2.'3 .
t 1.5
1.3 .6

1

fl· 7

~~J.

~s.~~.

""-f'-tcP. '

- - -- - ······-

100.0

Ibid, p.19.

The table above points to a somewhat surprising finding of the
study, like that of Henderson's Melbourne Study (1966) which concluded
that while some large intact families (and consequently the children of
these families) were living in poverty, only 3.5% of total poverty
existed amongst these families headed by male breadwinners in regular
employment.
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In summarising the above table of all income units after housing
costs are considered, the aged accounted for 20.7%, single parent
families (82% of which were headed by females) represented 14.5%, single
females added another 14.5%, and the sick, invalid and unemployed
amounted to 8.7%.

Surprisingly, 23.6% of the total poor are shown in

the table as exhibiting none of the characteristics traditionally
related with poverty.

As they must be single employed males (since this

is the category not listed as a disability group), they must have incomes
below the poverty line.

One might surmise that they are employed

seasonally or spasmodically in low productivity, low skill occupations
and/or are rather young and are not in receipt of full adult wages, as
the minimum wage legislation would preclude full-time employed male,
single workers from receiving incomes below the poverty line.

It is

this group which does particularly badly after housing costs are considered with the total percentage rising from 15.4% to the 23.6%
mentioned earlier.

Intuitively, the reasons for this appear obvious.

The group described would be largely dependent upon rental housing and
are likely to be living in the larger cities faced with a relatively
high proportion of their limited incomes being absorbed by accommodation
costs.
The characteristic pattern of the poor is beginning to emerge.
Persons who are not poor are usually,
l•

Ma 1es;

2.

In regular employment;

3.

If family heads, they have smaller families.

There are of course many pre-requisites to regular employment and
these include:
(a) The level of aggregate demand and its effect on employment in
the national and regional economy and the structural nature of

17.

the employment level.

Factors which may prejudice employment

potential here are youth, female sex, recent migrancy,
aboriginality.
(b) The level of education and skill.

This skill must be in demand

or the person must be capable of retraining.
(c) Good health and appearance.
(d) Of working age 15 to 65 years, but preferably 25 to 45 years.
Many of these factors are beyond the control of the individual and
we have seen that over three-quarters of the poor are at risk under the
~bove

criteria.

These are the

~ged,

the female heads of single parent

families, the unemployed, the sick and the young (both female and male).
Obviously, children of such families will also be growing-up in poverty.
For those who remain sceptical, examples from both a national and
local level can be given which may satisfy the cynical that much of the
poverty described is not necessarily the fault of the individual concerned.
On the Wollongong scene, the monthly summary of allocations of
Housing Commission homes lists numerous examples of incomes below the
poverty line.

The September, 1979 allocation sheets record, for

example, a single parent family with a female head living in Bellambi,
aged 36 with sons aged 15, 13 and 6 and a daughter aged 12.

The sole

source of income is the Social Service payment of $85 per week.

Another

records a single parent family headed by a 20 year old female with two
children aged 4 and
$79.20 per week.

l~

with a gross weekly income from pension of

Of those within the workforce, a typical example of

a family with a male head and the "average" family who rate as "rather
poor" is that of a Goulburn couple with husband aged 28 and wife aged
24, and two children aged 5 and 2.

From his occupation as

11

kitchenman

11
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the gross weekly wage is $150 per week (Sept. , 1979 ) . :l
Approximately one-third of current Housing Commission home
allocations are to families dependent upon Social Services as their sole
source of income.
Numerous newspaper articles published in recent months elaborate
on the plight of the poor.

The Illawarra Mercury of July 4th, 1979 gives

the example of Keith, aged 52, who is dependent on an invalid pension of
$53.20 per week.
flat.

He pays $25 of this towards a one-room self-contained

The Commission of Enquiry into Poverty draws the current poverty

line for a single pensioner at $69 per week.
required to pay his food and rent.

Keith finds his pension is

He buys his clothes at second-hand

shops and there are times when he needs to take a free lunch at the
St. Vincent de Paul Society in Wollongong.
Further articles 22 have detailed individual cases of single parents
and the unemployed particularly amongst the young.

In the Illawarra

Region in July, 1979, 1128 junior males and 1806 junior females were
listed with the Commonwealth Employment Service as unemployed.

These

persons were dependent largely upon the Social Security benefit of $36
for a person under 18 years old.

The Institute of Applied Economic and

Social Research at Melbourne University released its updated poverty
line figures using the methods of the Henderson Report which indicate
th~

under 18 year old person on Social Security living with a parent or

guardian, is $10.40 below the poverty line.

21

22

Source:

N.S.W. Housing Commission, Summary of Allocations, Wollongong
Office, March to Sept., 1979.

See articles on "Jobless Teenagers", Illawarra Daily Mercury, July 3,
1979; also: "Plight of Pensioners", Mercury, July 4, 1979, p.30;
"Wollongong Poverty Amid Plenty", Mercury, July 2, 1979, p.2; and
· "High Cost of Broken Marriages", Mercury, July 5, 1979, p.24.
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Moving from the local to the national scene, the picture remains
just as grim.
Peter Hollingworth's 23 new publication Australians in Poverty (1979)
gives many examples of the poor telling their own stories of suffering
and hardship.
The rising unemployment rate of the last three years (August, 1975,
4.8% of persons in N.S.W; unemployed.

Peaked February, 1979 at 6.6% of

persons 24 unemployed) has no doubt made the problem worse, particularly
among the young (see Graph. Aust. Year Book 1979, p.130), where the
matter is particularly severe.

F.

WHAT CAN BE DONE ABOUT POVERTY?
It is clear that comparisons of poverty over time in individual

countries such as the U.K., U.S.A. and Australia suggest there is no
natural trend towards a decline in relative poverty as economic growth
continues.

''The growth of the economy does not automatically abolish

poverty . . . We require deliberate policies to eliminate poverty.

11

25

Hollingworth writes that "most people don't understand the causes
of poverty, so they find it easier to blame poor people for their "lack
of effort".

But often low-income people are locked into a train of

events that they are powerless to control

11

.26

Having analysed the causes of poverty and the characteristics of
the poor in the previous section, it was shown a large proportion were
23

Peter Hollingworth, Australians in Poverty (1979), Nelson, Melbourne,
reprinted in part in The Sydney Morning Herald, May 19-21, 1979,
pp. 11-12.

24

Australian Bureau of Statistics, Monthly Summary of Statistics, N.S.W.,
Oct. , 19 79, No. 552, p. 9.

25

Commission of Enquiry into Poverty, First Report, op.cit., p.7.

26

Hollingworth, loc. cit.
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poor because they were outside the workforce (the aged, the single parent
family with female head, the sick and the unemployed) through no real
fault of their own, and were consequently dependent upon Social Service
payments for a living.

'

These payments are below the poverty line.

Henderson stated this quite precisely as early as 1970.
"Most poverty is among existing social service beneficiaries above all the aged, the widowed, the invalids and the sick. The
machinery exists therefore for coping with most of the problems of
poverty. It can largely be eliminated by quite moderate increases
in rates of cash social benefit. 11 27
Welfare payments must be tied to average weekly earnings and
adjusted at regular intervals to offset the effects of inflation and
give the recipients .a chance to keep pace with economic growth.
As far back as 1968, Professor Downing proposed automatic variations
in age pensions with changes in the index of average weekly earnings. 2 8
Social Service payments in Australia at the 17th October, 1978 were:

TABLE 10
Age and Invalid pension

Single
Married

$51.45 per week
$42.90 per week

Unemployment benefits

Single
16-18 years
18 + years

$36.00 per week
$51 .45 per week

Sickness, Widow benefits
plus for each child
Child endowr11ent

Source:

$85.80 per week
$ 7.50 per week
1
2
3
4
5
6

child
children
children
children
children
children

$ 3.25
$ 8.00
$13.50
$19.00
$25.50
$32.20

per
per
per
per
per
per

week
week
week
week
week
week

Dept. of Social Security, 86 Market Street, Wollongong.

Henderson, R.F., et.al., op.cit., p.2
Prof. R.I. Downing, cited in Weir, H. (ed.) Social Welfare in the
1970 1 s, A.C.S.S., Sydney, 1970, p.28.
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For comparison, these figures can be vie\ved in light of the
Industrial Tribunals' Minimum Wage (Sydney, N.S.W.) whicl1 is now $116.30
(June, 1978) 29 for adult males and females.
This compares with average weekly earnings in N.S.W. at June, 1978
of $209.80 per week3o.

It is noted that the basic Social Security rate

approximates to one quarter of average weekly earnings.
Thus the aged pension and the unemployment benefit is equivalent to
44% of the minimum wage and only 25% of average weekly earnings.

(These

percentages have fallen by one per cent respectively since 1974.)
The most recent poverty lines compared to the current pensions and
family allowances show the extent of the inadequacy of these payments.
Henderson's recent calculations are given in the table below.
TABLE 11

·: ~~ijlri :<'E.~t"!i. :.·.~ :.w~1'lf1li~lfl:';"
PENSION TYPE

Pension
and
family
Allow1nce

$
Unemployed single person
Unemployed married couple
with two children
Unemployed married couple
with four children
Single parent with one child
Single parent with two children
Single retired person
Married retired coupl•

Source:

51.45

Poverty Amount
below
line
ponrty
line

$

$

&9.50 . 18.05

112.20

130.50

18.30

139.20
68.20
80.70
53.20
88.70

167.90
89.20
108.10
56.10
79.50

21.70
21.00
27.40
2.90
9.20
above

I

R.F. Henderson, cited by Ross Gittens, Economics
Editor, The Sydney Morning Herald, July 20, 1979.

The table shows those most in need to be the unemployed married
couple with four children, who with a pension and family allowance of
29&30

Source:

Australian Bureau of Statistics, Oct., 1978.
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$139.20 are $28.70 below Henderson's austerely drawn poverty line.
Further evidence that these persons are very poor is given in
appendix one, which is the 1978 yearly analysis of the Smith Family in
Wollongong which shows the bare essentials of food and clothing are
basic to the assistance given to the 4083 persons.

76.1 % of these

people were receiving Social Security benefits.
It should be noted that O.E.C.D. figures show federal taxes are not
unduly high in comparison with other O.E.C.D. countries and that while
the Federal Government expenditure on Social Security is 30.8% of all
total Federal Government expenditure3 1 (being by far the largest part),
Australia is well down the O.E.C.D. ladder when social welfare outlays
as a percentage of national output are considered.
TABLE 12

Where your tax dollar goes

Social Security 30.Bc

State, Loe1I
Government

25.2c

It should be noted that every cent represents about $260
million - and that the excess of 10.9 cent.I pver the dollar
represents the Budret deficit. ·
. .;
.~.-

31 Source:

_

'-- ~. The Australian, July 30, 1979, p.7.
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TABLE 13

-

Social Welfare
· · Outlays

. f,

(petcenta1e of national outf)ut)
Early Mid·

18.8%

'60s '70s

NetherlandsJ.. •. 14.2% 21. 9%
Sweden. ••••.•••••• 13.6% 21.9%
France .•••••••••••• 17.0% 20.9% . :
West
: · · · · ., .- : '
Germany...... 16.5%. 20t,6%° '
Up
ltaly.................. 13,6% 19~%
· 42.4% Canada~ ............11.4% · 18.9%
·
United
Kingdom ...... 12.6% 16.7% .
.~:
u.s~ ... ~.. ~ ........... 10.3% 15.79'
Australia .... ~..... 9.6% l2.s% ·
~ Jap_
Jtn .............. 7.0% 8.9%

.it
.I '.
Ill

~.a:.

Early Mid

·

. ,__

.

1960s 1970s

Source:

Ibid.

The community as a whole has an obligation to those outside the
workforce.

Increased taxation does not mean the average wage-earner

has to bear a disproportionate share.

As mentioned earlier, a tax

system that was properly progressive would help.

Most countries of the

world operate capital gains taxes and there is much scope for a
minerals profits tax.
of Death Duties.

Second thoughts should be given to the abolition

Surely one of the most equitable taxes is that on the

person who no longer needs it - the deceased's estate.
Guaranteed Minimum Income Schemes have been proposed as the main
technique for financial poverty alleviation by Williams in the U.K.
(1942), by Friedman and Lampman (U.S.), by Hancock (Aust. 1970)3 2 and
by Henderson (1975) 33 mostly in the form of a negative income tax designed
32 Hancock, K., The Economics of Social Welfare in the 1970 s in Weir, H.,
op.cit., p.26.
33 Commission of Enquiry into Poverty, lac.cit.
11

1

11
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to raise the incomes of all persons in the co111T1unity above an acceptable
minimum level.

The scheme represents complete

income tax with the Social Services system.

in~egration

of the personal

But there are still some

unanswered questions associated with a negative income tax.

It is out-

side the scope of this paper to review these but many authors such as
Pritchard and Saunders 34 have focussed on a number of aspects particularly
relating to transition problems, redistributive consequences, efficiency
and social values, the incentive question and the scheme's effect on
economic policy.
A book can be written on some of the alternative possibilities for
alleviating or indeed removing poverty for there have been and continue
to be multitudes of suggestions, many of which deserve a try, some of
which appear far too expensive and others which have unknown effects on
such politically explosive issues as work incentives.
While on this point, Goodwin's study, "Do the Poor Want Work? 11 35
finds that contrary to generally held belief, evidence shows that the
majority of the poor identify their self-esteem with work, while Hayes,
a social research officer, writes "there are those who become demoralised
by reason of long idleness".36
It is clear full use of long-term macroeconomic and social planning
is necessary to create around 400,000 jobs with fiscal monetary measures
aimed at improving the demand and supply aspects for labour.
Vocational training and retraining schemes for areas of labour
34 Pritchard, H. &Saunders, P., op.cit., pp.20-27. These authors see
positive benefits from the scheme but find some shortcomings requiring
further work.
35 Goodwin, L., Do the Poor Want Work?, Brookings Institute, Washington
D.C., 1972, p.112.

36 Hayes, A., in Masterman, G.G. (ed.), Poverty in Australia, op.cit.,
p. 100.
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shortage are required and relocation allowances to encourage geographic
mobility in depressed areas are obvious deficiencies often resulting in
sectoral unemployment.

Educational and social policies of guidance and

advice in social and health matters and more widespread family planning
and marriage guidance facilities would assist in striking at the causes
of poverty of the "way of life, set of values and attitudes 11 37 type.
This "life-cycle poverty" moves way beyond that which is temporary and
is not associated with the life-cycle of family income, where families
may be poor when they have young families and again when they become
old. 38
Life-cycle poverty transmits to the children of poor families a
self-perpetuating cycle of hard-core poverty which passes from generation
to generation in the inaptly named affluent and egalitarian Australian
society.

G.

POVERTY AND EDUCATION
Formal education has long been seen by philosophers, politicians

and people at large as the panace.a for many of the ills of society.
Most peqple would agree that education has a role to play in bringing
about change in individuals and society.

But with regard to overcoming

the problem of poverty, education by itself would seem to offer only a
partial answer.

We have seen poverty is a complex phenomenon with a

number of causes arrd there are a range of alternative progranunes which
might strike at these root causes of poverty and intervene in the life-

37

Benn, C., in ·Masterman, G.G. (ed.}, op.cit., _p .91.

38

Cox, J.Pq "The National Survey of Income, Income Distribution and
Temporary Poverty" in The Economic Record, Dec., 1976, Vol. 52,
No. 140, pp.423-442.
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cycle of families locked-in to a life of need and deprivation.
Henderson's Poverty in Australia (1975)39, indicated that 7.9% of
dependent children live below the poverty line.

Fitzgerald 4 0 cites more

recent analysis of data from the A.B.S. which ascertained a further 8.7%
of dependent children were in the group which is less than 20% above the
poverty line.

By combining the two statistics, a total of 16.6% of

dependent children are in the "very poor" or "rather poor" group.
Fitzgerald sul'JITlarised this in saying,

11

•••

one in every six of all

dependent children in Australia is poor through no fault of their own
and in circumstances which they cannot influence". 41
The role of education centres around the well accepted notion that
a good education is practically a pre-requisite to obtaining a well paid
job.

Education is also a pre-requisite in a tight job market for

obtaining practically any kind of job at all.

Fitzgerald sums this up

in saying that "Successful learning at school stands out as a major
determinant of entry into satisfying and well paid employment". 4 2
The Surveys of Income carried out by the A.B.S. in 1968-69 and
1973 clearly provide the factual evidence for a matter suspected by
those who have traditionally valued education.

This is, the stage at

which young people leave school is a key determinant of their future
income levels.

39 Commission of Enquiry into Poverty:
p. 15.

First Main Report, op.cit.,

40

Commission of Enquiry into Poverty: Fifth Main Report, Poverty and
Education in Australia, A.G.P.S., Canberra, Dec., 1976, p.6.

41

Ibid, p.7.

42

Ibid, p.11.
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The table below illustrates this fact.
TABLE 14
Full year, rull-timl' workl•rs with and without post-~h1M1I qualifications: median income
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Source: A.B.S. Income Distribution 1968-69.
A.B.S. National Survey of Income, 1973.
The corollary is the less education people have, the more likely
they are to be poor.

This is shown in the table below.
TABLE 15

Acru1t inl·omc units nilhc 11i:e 11.l which head ll'ft schcK1I, Austr11lia, icn.1
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M-
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U

l$'
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Source:

Conmission of Enquiry into Poverty, First Main Report,
op.cit., p.25.

The table gives the adult income units who are described as "very
poor" and "rather poor" (120% below the poverty line).

It follows from

the previous paragraphs that the earlier the adult left school, the more
likely

he/s~e

was to be poor.

Of course, longer years of schooling do

30.

not always result in avoidance of low incomes.

As the table shows, 10%

of those who left at 17 or over are still classified as poor, though
this is the lowest percentage, while those who left at 13 or before
account for 57.3% (out of 120%) of the poor.
Many studies have pointed to the role of poverty as being influential
in educational under-achievement.

Educational researchers whilst con-

tributing differing degrees of importance to the various factors affecting
the likelihood of a child's success at school, have ranged from the
genetic determinism of Cyril Burt, Hans Eysenck, Arthur Jensen and others
to the commonly-aired views emphasising the importance of environment,
particularly that created by the socio-economic class of the parents.
More moderate opinion, supported by research, has adopted some middle
ground suggesting that performance at school is a function of both
environment and hereditary and models have been proposed contributing
perfonnance to the family, the individual, the school and the characteristics of the drawing area of the school itself.
The publication this year of Professor Michael Rutter's research
dcoument called "Fifteen Thousand Hours" 43 totally contradicts studies
by Jencks (1972) and Coleman (1966) who believed that schooling made
very little difference in a child's life.

Rutter (1979) 44 found that

schools made a critical difference to a child's intellectual performance
and prospects in life and there are very significant implications from
his findings with regard to the problem of poverty.
In briefly reviewing the model outlined, it will be realised that

43

Rutter, Michael, et.al., Fifteen Thousand Hours, Open Books, London,
1979.

44

For a summary of Rutler's findings see Rick Roger's article in the
New Statesman, 23rd March, 1979, and also Joanna Mack's review a.nd
reaction in The Sydney Morning Herald, 24th April, 1979.
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the "family" variable has two main aspects which relate directly to the
poverty problem.

These are family income and the level of educational

attainment reached by the parents.

A number of studies have emphasised

that income will affect performance and retention rates.

Without going

into these in detail, it should be readily apparent that higher income
families will have the financial ability to meet the educational needs
of their children in the numerous areas where costs are involved.
include such expenses as school

uniforms~

These

to fees, excursion payments,

stationery, books and incidental expenses in both the school and home
environment.

Low i ncorne families are handicapped in their ability to

cater for the longer term costs of education and will often find it
difficult to provide satisfactory study environments.
Numerous studies throu9hout Australia 4 5 and in the South Coast
Region 4 6 have highlighted the positive relationship of socio-economic
factors with retention rates.

There is not the pressing scarcity of

income in higher income families as there is in families on the poverty
line where even the income received from a sixteen-year old on unemployment benefits may be an economic necessity to the family.
Low income families often are forced to congregate in the less
socially-desirable neighbourhoods.

Here parent and citizen groups which

are important sources of finance in providing many of the schools'
resources (from duplicating paper to audio-visual and sporting equipment),
lack the ability to support the school environment.
The educational level of the parent can also affect performance of
the child at school. 47 Parents who have high educational levels are
45
46

47

Fitzgerald Report, op.cit., p.8; p.22; p.26.
De Lacey, P. & Barlow, A., Continuation at Illawarra High Schools,
Unpublished Report 1978.
The Interim Committee for the Australian Schools Commission, Schools
in Australia (The Karmel Report), A.G.P.S., Canberra, May, 1973.
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capable of assisting their children with their school work.

Communication

and encouragement from parents whose schooling was a rewarding experience
is likely to be of great value to the child.

Parents with high educational

status are aware of the benefits of high educational levels and stress
the importance of success at school to their children.

The opposite

situation also occurs with parents who have low educational levels,
associating their schooling with failure or boredom and negative attitudes
are passed on to children, often leading to open hostility and early
school leaving.

As we have seen, it is this group who are likely to be

among the poor.
What are the ways in which education can contribute to an antipoverty strategy?
In the first place, a good standard of education must be made
available to the poor, both children and their parents in an effort to
provide attractive skills that will improve their productivity in the
factor market.
Dolan sees two different ways in which education might have an
impact on the problem of poverty.

"On the one hand, education benefits

the particular individuals who are educated, thus taking people one by
one out of poverty.

On the other hand, improved education has a general

impact on the equality of income distribution.

By increasing the supply

of highly educated workers, it lowers their relative wages.

Both kinds

of effects are slow, however and far from foolproof. 1148
A major problem encountered is that referred to earlier of the
influence of the home and community environment which in some instances
is able to exert a greater influence than formal education in transferring
to children the critical attitudes, incentives and poor work ethics which

48

Dolan, op.cit., p.275.
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may contribute to unemployment or low productivity employment or large
families or unstab l e family relationships which are characteristics
with the poor.

3~~ ociated

Dolan 4 9 concludes his writing on education as an anti-poverty
strategy by saying that the economic effects of subsidizing education
are difficult to measure but a good education is something that most
disadvantaged parents want for their children.

11

A better chance in life

than l had'', is a common aspiration of many lower income families for
their children and from this viewpoint, improvements in formal education
at least represents a perceived need for many of the poor.
What has been done in Australia for the education of children
regarded as disadvantaged because of their poverty?
The Report of the Interim Committee for the Australian Schools
Commission in May, 1973 (The Karmel Report) represented the major
initiative in recommending a programme of positive discrimination toward
the "disadvantaged" in an effort to make possible a greater degree of
equality of opportunity in education.
The now well-known aims of the Disadvantaged Schools Programme were
outlined by Professor Karmel in the Report in Sections 9.7 to 9.10.
1. To promote equality of opportunity so that all
children should be assisted to gain the funadmental skills
necessary to participate fully and equally in society and
have the opportunity to share its culture.
11

2. To provide an enjoyable and fruitful schooling
that is meaningful and satisfying to the participant.
3. To allow schools to interact with their
communities so that they become 'open' institutions. 1150

49

Ibid.

so Interim Committee for the Australian Schools Committee, op.cit.,

Sections 9.7 to 9.10.
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The term "disadvantage" is closely related to the general concept
of poverty being relative and subject to change as economic and social
conditions vary over time.

Pilling5 1 (1978) cites the study by the

National Children's Bureau, Born to Fail (P. Wedge &H. Prosser, 1973)
in which four factors were chosen as being of fundamental relevance to
social disadvantage.
one parent family;

These were family size (i.e. five or more children);
low income;

and poor housing.

Pilling writes that

research evidence confirms that children growing up in disadvantaged
homes as defined above are much more likely than those from ordinary
families to have developmental, including educational, difficulties.
The Karmel Report's definition of "disadvantaged schools" was
broade~

in concept, defining them as schools ''drawing a high proportion

of enrolments from neighbourhoods which have certain characteristics
associated with a low capacity to take advantage of educational facilities." 52
In an all encompassing definition Disadvantaged Schools were defined
by the Status Grants (Schools) Act 1973, as schools at which a substantial
proportion of students are members of a community which for social,
economic, ethnic, geographic, cultural, lingual or any similar reason,
has a lower than average ability to take advantage of educational facilities.
By 1975, the Schools Commission had classified 1023 schools throughout Australia as "disadvantaged" and entitled to special grants.

These

schools had an enrolment of around 370,000 pupils which amounted to
approximately 13% of all primary and secondary students in Australia.
The 1979 Recommendations of the Schools Corrrnission for 1980 Disadvantaged
Schools funding, amounted to $6,504,000 for N.S.W. and a total of

s1 Pilling, D. and Pringle, M.K., Controversial Issues in Child
Development, Paul Elek, London, 1978, p.22.

52 Interim Corrmittee, op.cit., Section 9.5.
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$18,366,000 for Australia as a whole.53

In the South Coast Region, the Disadvantaged School budget for
1979-80 amounted to $685,981 dispersed among 30 schools.

The identification of 11 disadvantaged schools 11 •
Despite the apparent clarity in the various definitions of
11

disadvantage 11 , the very real problem of identification and the selection

of criteria for this purpose has remained a controversial and difficult
matter.

Fitzgerald's Report 54 almost understates the problem when it

says 11 there is no easy way to identify poor children in the community at
large and in the schools.

Thus, because of the scattered and hidden

nature of poverty throughout Australian society, it has become extremely
difficult to adequately identify the extent of its influence on
educational opportunity 11 •
The Schools Commission realised the profound problems involved in
identification in its 1973 Report when it first devised the Commonwealth
list of Disadvantaged Schools.

Indeed, the Commission appears to have

flirted with the possibility of subjective assessment which it then
realised was 11 clearly impracticable 11 while assessments by the various
states 11 would have foundered on the lack of inter-system comparability 11 •
The Committee then 11 concluded that the preparation of an index of disadvantage on a neighbourhood basis would provide the most satisfactory
way through which the relative disadvantage of schools could be determined".55
The decision to adopt an objective approach was, of course, the only
possibility, given the impossibility of distinguishing schools at the

53 Schools Commission, Triennium 1979-81, Report for 1980, A.G.P.S.
Canberra, July, 1979.
54 Fifth Main Report, op.cit., p.9.
55 Schools in Australia, op.cit., Section 9.19.
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margin of disadvantage, since it is relative rather than absolute
criteria required to assess the degree of poverty.

However, there were

many more problems and possible causes of inaccuracy in such an index
that had to be ironed out.
Most schools are likely to have at least a small percentage of
children whose families, for a number of reasons, have "lower than
average ability to take advantage of educational facilities".

But the

concept of the Karmel scheme for aid to disadvant-0ged schools recognised
conceptual and administrative difficulties of trying to identify and
create programmes which were specifically aimed at meeting the needs of
all disadvantaged children.

It clearly aimed at the community itself

where there were high proportions of disadvantaged people.

It can

immediately be recognised that any neighbourhood school which may draw
relatively equal proportions of children from high and low income
families would not necessarily be classified disadvantaged as an index
would tend to work on averages.

For example, it would be possible for a

schoo 1 of 600 children, 300 of whom were from families typified by high
incomes and high standards of housing, educational attainments and so on,
to live adjacent to an area of Housing Commission homes allocated on the
basis of low incomes and typified by high numbers of families dependent
upon Social Security payments for a living, with the concomitant social,
economic, educational, cultural and lingual characteristics associated
with a low capacity to take advantage of educational facilities.

Schools

like these, which are unlikely to be classified as "disadvantaged",
certainly do exist and a number of them cluster just above the cut-off
points which would enable special funding for programmes aimed at overcoming some of the problems of the children and families in the disadvantaged
category.
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By comparing the defined geographic feeder zones of government and
catholic schools (selective schools, those in obviously wealthy neighbourhoods and special schools were excluded) with the demographic
characteristics of the appropriate census collector's districts (1971),
the raw data for calculating the original index of· disadvantaged schools
was gained.
Thirty-eight variables were used in the original survey to describe
the socio-economic characteristics of people living in the feeder area
of each school.

The variables covered the aspects of occupation, housing,

schooling, employment, migration, residential mobility, religion, family
structure and ethnic origin.

The major omission is that of income, which

was not included in the 1971 Census (included in 1976 for the first time
since 1933).

Undoubtedly the availability of an income statistic would

have simplified the process, since so many of the characteristics
examined (such as housing,educational levels, occupation, employment,
etc.) correlate highly with income levels.
Using principle components analysis, several hypothetical constructs
were calculated by reducing the variables into specific groupings in
order to discriminate between neighbourhoods of different types. 56
The three components which emerged from the analysis were socioeconomic climates, non-English-speaking families and Aborigines.

A

Socio-Economic Scale was contructed to measure the extent of soci-0economic disadvantage.

The second component which measured migrancy was

to indicate a school's propensity to be disadvantaged due to its pupils
from a multi-lingual and multi-cultural neighbourhood.

The third com-

ponent of Aboriginality indicated the special problems of aborigines.

56

The detailed method of analysis and the definitions employed are
detailed in Appendix E of the Karmel Report (1973).
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These people on any measure of poverty (defined in relation to the total
Australian community) were the most disadvantaged.

The Karmel Study

found that the measure of migrancy, like Aboriginality, correlated
positively with socio-economic disadvantage, but these two attributes
were isolated because of the different causal backgrounds which would
require specific educational treatment.
The entire exercise of obtaining the Socio-Economic Scales was a
massive one requiring detailed computer analysis of some 21,000
collectors' districts.
Of course an exercise like this, because of its sheer size alone,
notwithstanding some of the conceptual problems involved, must inevitably
have a number of weaknesses and is open to criticism.

This was

recognised by the Report itself which said:
"Although the scales have been calculated in respect of
individual schools, more research is required before it can
be known precisely with what reliability they will enable the
degree of advantage or disadvantage of particular schools to
be assessed. However, the Committee has examined the scales
for validity and is convinced of their usefulness in making ·
broad policy decisions. 57
11

While this is a good deal less than wholehearted support for the
validity of the index in identifying "disadvantage", it was nevertheless
promptly issued to State Education authorities with the statement that
the Committee believed "that the various education authorities will find
the exercise helpful, together with their own information ... 1158 in
determining schools which would receive aid.

In fairness, the phrase

"together with their own information" tended to throw the problem back
on the individual authorities of either providing an alternative list
based on an objective analysis or accepting the Commonwealth index and

57

Schools in Australia, op.cit., Section 9.29.

58

Ibid.
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making only peripheral adjustments.

It appears that the schools

eventually identified by state education bodies as being disadvantaged,
varied little from those originally proposed, although various Regional
Education Committees administering the Disadvantaged Programme such as
the Newcastle Region5 9 and the Liverpool Region60 made fairly elaborate
attempts using various techniques to devise their own lists.
The original survey (1973) can be criticised on a number of grounds
and not all Regions were satisfied with it, although it remained the
basis of the "declared list" right up to the present time.

Doubt must

be cast on how accurate the data on the school feeder zones was.
Anomalies have always existed in these and even where school zones had
remained unchanged for long periods, "grei' areas commonly existed.
On the conceptual side, the assumption that schools reflect the
entire neighbourhood, rather than simply a particular section of it, is
open to question.

Because the survey was on such a large scale "it was

not feasible to obtain consistent data describing in detail the home
background of every child in every school".6 1 But the statement that
"this approach would not necessarily be the most sensible one, for it
would ignore the importance of the influence of the neighbourhood, as
an extension of the family, on children" 62 is a rather flimsy excuse
for the fact that the immediate, relevant data, that pertaining to the
characterisitics of the children of families, actually within that
particular school, is quite possibly ignored.

In the example given

earlier of two markedly diverse socio-economic neighbourhoods within the
one school feeder zone, it is quite possible that the top income families
59 J. Miles, The uantification of Disadvanta e in the Newcastle Re ion,
Newcastle C , ct.,
.
60 Assisted Schools' Programme Report 1974-75, Department of Education,
Liverpool Region.
61 Schools in Australia, op.cit., Section 9.29.
62 Ibid.
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of the school zone do not send their children to that particular state
school, but rather to an exclusive private school.

This would now show

up on the Socio-Economic Scale used in the 1973 survey.

The actual

school may be decidedly disadvantaged and there may be very little, if
any~

influence from the higher income neighbourhood which can be

geographically and socially divorced from that of the lower income
component.
Regiona 1 ·committees had power to recorrunend mi nor changes in the
declared lists from 1976 to 1979 as demographic circumstances changed or
as school zones changed but one suspects that in the absence of objective
information, the lists remained fairly rigid and "good surveys were
11

those which tended to fit pre-conceived ideas of "disadvantage" developed
largely as a result of the original survey.
despite the

f~ct

This may have occurred

that the Karmel Report recognised (as outlined earlier)

that further research would be required before the reliability of the
instrument could be assessed.
By 1978 and 1979, it was becoming apparent that the data used for
the existing lists of declared scrrools was of historical interest only,
and that the original technique employed left much to be desired.

It

was recognised that the Disadvantaged School Programme was designed to
all~viate

the effects of poverty on the educational potential of children

and that it was one of the few anti-poverty programmes which might assist
in breaking life-cycle poverty.
Ideally, identification of disadvantaged schools should take place
as the result of new data which had to be 1. relevant (i.e. it had to be
about the families of children already within the school), 2. recent,
and 3. gathered according to a standardised technique so that there
existed a degree of inter-system comparability.
After much thought and discussion in 1978, it was decided to survey
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all existing disadvantaged schools, all schools which nominated them-

selves as potentially "disadvantaged" and a group of schools which
Regional Committees considered were worthy of closer investigation.

The

technique to be adopted was a stratified random sample of pupil record
cards which were to be systematically up-dated for parents' occupations,
whether currently employed, current marital status of parents and number
and age distribution of children in family.

This data was to be collected

by a standardised method by deployed personnel over a period of two weeks.
Occupation and employment groups were then allocated to income levels
on the basis of A.B.S. statistics for that particular group and allowances
were made for the number of children under the age of eighteen years to
l

i

derive an average income level per head of the school population.
The technique had certain limitations largely originating in the
unavailability of the precise income level (occupation groups may have
significant ranges of incomes) of families but should have taken account
of communities where there were high proportions of parents dependent on
social service payments or in low productivity employment with the
additional value of allowances for family size.

Thus there were the

advantages of relevance, recency and standardised format of the data
together with the practical simplicity of the statistic.

The average

income statistic however, does not get away from the weakness of the use
of the mean
as a measure of central tendency.
I
Schools identified using this technique tend to increase the proportion of primary schools at the expense of secondary, since there are
fewer working wives (not as many two income families) with younger
children and usually larger numbers of dependent children.

One might

hypothesize that there are a larger number of single parent families in
this age group also, since marriages in Australia last an average 10.97
years and 60% of divorces take place where there are children of the
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of the marriage under the age of 18 years.

In 1976, 14% of dissolutions

were from families with three or more children.63 This theory would, of
course, require testing.
Cox 64 cites evidence from the U.S.A. and Australia in his paper on
temporary poverty which suggests that much poverty is temporary and is
associated with the life-ctcle of family income.
family

compo~Jti()n

He writes "Changes in

and in labourforce participation of family members

are the imPQrtant
determinants of changes in the economic status of
. ..
,,~

families

11

j,•; ..

•

..,.

6s

His findings support those from the survey of disadvantaged schools
for 1980, which found the lower incomes were more likely to occur in the
younger families with children at primary school than at secondary level.
The 1980 list of disadvantaged schools in the South Coast Region, added
15 primary schools and deleted 2 high schools and l primary school.
Absolute enrolments of schools participating in the programme remained
approximately the same.
Disadvantaged Schools have instituted programmes since the
beginning of the scheme aimed at overcoming some of the causes of poverty,
which centre around absence from the workforce and unemployment is a
central issue.

The school cannot influence the overall level of

employment but it can ensure basic levels of competence and can develop
positive attitudes to education.

11

In a society where credentials play

so important a part, the penalties attached to a failure to gain a level
of success in schooling which gives job choice and the possibility of
further training and retraining are considerable.
63
64
65
66

11

66

Year Book, Australia 1979, op.cit., p.99.
Cox, J.P., op.cit., pp.423-442.
Ibid, p.424.
Schools Commission Report for the Triennium 1976-78, A.G.P.S.,
Canberra, 1975, p.3.
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Unemployment, particularly amongst the young, has become one of the
most severe social and economic problems of the times.

Many of the

measures suggested to overcome the problem are related to school programmes.

The 0.E.C.D. Observer articles of Nov./Dec., 1976 and July,

1977 record the widespread chronic nature of Youth Unemployment and
suggest:
1.

Providing a job in a real work situation.

2.

Vocational training.

3.

Temporary reduction of the number of young people in the
workforce (e.g. longer schooling, etc.).

4.

Special programmes for disadvantaged young people.6 7

It needs to be reiterated that these measures which are already
being implemented by many schools can only follow on a national strategy
of job creation.

Once jobs are created, schools can facilitate access

to them and they can improve the job prospects of young people before
they enter the labourforce.
Children from poor families are certainly "at risk" and there are
a range of programmes which can give children a better chance.

Space

prevents any detailed discussion but the programmes (besides those already
mentioned) will centre around the following:
1.

Basic levels of competence.

2.

Curriculum development, especially for the non-academic
majority. 68

3.

Migrant language development.

67 O.E.C.D. Observer No.84, Nov./Dec., 1976, Paris, pp.34-35 and No.87,
July, 1977, pp.31-35. These articles contain a fuller discussion of
these four points.
68 Fitzgerald recommended changes in curricula as he argued they did not
meet the needs or goals of young people. See Commission of Enquiry
into Poverty, Fifth Report, op.cit., p.131.
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,,4.

Social programmes related to personal development. including
health and welfare (e.g.·· consumer protection).

5.

Community and parent involvement programmes.

6.

Experience and cultural enrichment (excursions, etc.).

7.

Promoting and encouraging career education for girls {a disproportionate percentage of the poor are women) 6 9, migrants and
aborigines.

8.

Overcoming resources deficits (staff and materials).

CONCLUSION
The Disadvantaged School Programme appears to have made some progress
but the scheme is still in its infancy and there is much still to be done.
Individual schools have conducted evaluations of their progress in
achieving their goals but there is much room for developing and improving
instruments which can objectively measure the results of these specially
funded initiatives.
Schools will be under increasing pressure to justify their expenditures and detail the benefits of programmes in relation to their costs.
Theory suggests and casual observation tends to support the idea that
discriminatory expenditure on well thought through programmes designed
to effectively change the characteristics of those most likely to be
poor should be a useful weapon in the continuing struggle for economic
and social equity.

69

For an excellent discussion on the economic situation of women see
"Equal Opportunities for Women" in O.E.C.D. Observer, No. 97, March,
1979, Paris, pp.27-32.
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ADDITIONAL BIBLIOGRAPHY
Information especially of a statistical nature was from:
The Australian Bureau of Statistics
O.E.C.D. Publications
Department of Social Security
N.S.W. Housing Commission
N.S.W. Department of Education
Schools Commission Reports 1973-1979
University of Wollongong
Newspaper articles, especially the Sydney Morning Herald,
The Australian, The Illawarra Daily Mercury.
Full details of these are listed in the footnotes.

APPENDIX 1

W1:riongong Smith Family
28 MARKET STREET, WOLLONGONG • P.O. BOX 325 WOLLONGONG EAST • PHONE: 297277

WEI.FA!! REPORT - JULY, 1977 to JUNE, 1978 - WOLLONGONG BRANCH

i
Client contact .
Office interview•
Rome visits
Telephone
Mail
.'-~ ~

:

~

... >11~ ~ - ·

:'

,, '•. .

' ·" "· ... .... '

Other contacts
Abortive viaits
Follow up delivery
Liaison

2723
594
568
21

3906

60
160
17

237

-

Total contacts

4143

Number of cases

1378

Cases declined

27

Number of 2ersons
Adults
Children
Other familz
Total
Instances of assistance
Food
Clothing
Finance
Furniture
Advice I referra 1
Total

1801
2158
124
4083
6098
2409
1266

1533
1722
13028

Deliveries of furniture

547
2496

Total food hampers
assistance
Cash $ Accounts paid $
Total cash & accounts
Grocery orders and meal tickets $

~Financial

$3626
703
$4329

-

$2369

-------- ---·-

THE SMITH FAMILY

WOLLONGONG BRANCH
THE FOLLOWING T.t\BLE ANALYSES THE INCOME
SOURCE OF 1378 CLIENTS WHO REQUESTED
ASSISTANCE DURING THE YEAR JULY, 1977 to
JUNE,1978.

MAJOR SOURCE OF INCOME

~UMBER

OF CASES

PERCENTAGE

------------------------------------.i------..-------------------+--------------No income and no application to
Government Agencies

Full employment
Casual employment

19

1.38

102
19

7.40
1.38

85
34

2.47

Commonwealth Government
Department of Social Security
Waiting payment of:
Unemployment Benefit
Other Pension/Benefit

6.17

~

Receiving:
Unemployment Benefit(!)
Invalid Pension (})
@
Widow's Pension
Supporting Parent's Benefit
Old Age Pension
Sickness Benefit
Special Benefit

State Government Department of
Youth and Community Services

297
159

264
102
52
42

21~55

11.54 j
19.16 I

14

7.40
3.17
3.05
1.02

140

10.16

7

0.51

16

1.16
0.22
1.67

Other categories:
Department of Veteran Affairs
Workers' Compensation
Miscellaneous
Not Known

3

23

\

7/,

